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Exploring Goal Tradeoffs in Metropolitan Natural Area Protection 
 
 
 1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Recent U.S. Census figures reveal that areas at the outer fringe of many of our metropolitan 
centers are the most rapidly growing places in the nation (U. S. Census, 2001a).   While 
movement to the suburbs has long been a response to metropolitan population growth, a more 
recent and surprising trend is the related increase in land conversion to residential use. In many 
metropolitan areas across the country, rates of residential land consumption have far outstripped 
rates of population increase (Sierra Club, 1998). According to the US Department of 
Agriculture’s 1997 National Resources Inventory, the rate of development between 1992-1997 
was 1 ½ times faster than the previous ten-year period, with forest land and prime agricultural 
land among the top land uses converted to newly developed land.  
 
Coupled with the trend toward metropolitan land consumption, and perhaps as a response to it, is 
an increased recognition of the value of open space in and around cities.  An increasingly larger 
and more vocal proportion of U.S. residents is becoming concerned that open spaces and the 
natural communities, recreational opportunities, and other quality of life values that they sustain 
are succumbing to degradation and destruction.  These concerns are reflected in a resurgence of 
land protection activity by public agencies, non-profit groups such as The Nature Conservancy 
and local land trusts, and even some for-profit groups who are seeing the economic incentive for 
protecting natural values when developing lands.  By far the most activity, however, has been by 
the public sector through citizen-driven initiatives at the state and local levels. In the 1998 U.S. 
general election alone, voters approved 85 percent of more than 150 antisprawl and open-space 
ballot initiatives and allocated more than $7 billion in funds for land protection.  These efforts 
frequently take the form of land acquisition programs, where land is purchased and, if needed, 
restored to its natural state.   3
One of the places where countervailing forces of land consumption and land protection are 
perhaps most visible is in the Chicago metropolitan area. During the period 1990-1996 the 
population of the metropolitan region grew by 9 percent while land consumption grew by more 
than 40 percent (Sierra Club, 1998). Recent census statistics show the greatest population growth 
has been in the outlying counties of the 13-county 3-state greater metropolitan region, with 
“collar” counties such as Will and McHenry showing a rate of population increase exceeding 40 
percent (U.S. Census 2001a, Figure 1).  If regional forecasts of population and economic growth 
become reality, developed land area could increase by 55 percent within the next ten years and 
double within 30 years.  At the same time, the Chicago region is a home to a diverse array of 
natural communities including dune ecosystems on the shores of Lake Michigan, wooded 
communities along major waterways, and scattered remnant prairies and savannas.  In the 
larger13-county region, over 500 natural areas of various sizes have been identified that represent 
high quality examples of regional natural communities.  Over 300 of those natural areas are 
totally or partially unprotected and at risk of being lost to human development (Openlands 
Project 1999, Figure 2).   
 
In reaction to these threats, the public has resoundingly supported several countywide land 
acquisition programs.  Funding of these programs has come from bond issues that were approved 
through a referendum vote, where property taxes are increased to service the new debt. Since 
1997, voters in the 5 collar counties immediately surrounding Cook County where Chicago is 
located have authorized more than $250 million in bonds for new land acquisition. This activity 
is echoed to a lesser extent through non-profit and state and federal government initiatives. 
 
Even with the generous support of the public, land acquisition programs have limited budgets 
and so natural areas must be prioritized for protection.  There is a substantial and growing 
literature addressing questions about how to select land parcels to set aside for protection 
(Williams and Revelle 1998, Haight et al., 2000, Polasky et al., 2000).  Missing in this reserve   4
selection literature, however, are considerations that are particularly important in urban and 
suburban areas.  The character of the problem is likely to be quite different from acquiring lands 
in wilderness areas.   First, we suspect that land use planners may have many objectives in 
addition to biodiversity preservation.  For example, it may be important to provide accessible 
recreational services or to establish catch basins to protect against flooding. Second, it may be 
more difficult to achieve some objectives in metropolitan settings. Remaining natural areas 
would tend to be smaller and more isolated in non-wilderness settings, which may make 
achieving conservation goals that much more difficult.  In addition, there are high transactions 
costs involved in the purchase of many small parcels of land.  Third, urbanization is likely to 
reduce the set of potential reserve sites and increase the price of available parcels.  Finally, it may 
be difficult to have a coherent strategy of reserve selection when there are many different 
organizations and levels of government that are involved in purchasing natural areas for 
protection. 
 
While it is possible to speculate on how urban factors might affect the reserve selection problem, 
research is needed to assess the nature of these factors and their influence on land acquisition 
decisions.  Also, in order to provide information about how alternative strategies might affect the 
success of various programs, it is necessary to have a clear picture of the goals and obstacles 
involved. In this study, therefore, we investigate the nature of the land acquisition process in a 
metropolitan area through interviews with a variety of land use planners in the Chicago 
metropolitan area.  These interviews provide us with evidence about the diverse, overlapping, 
and in some cases conflicting goals and objectives held by the array of groups in the area, as well 
as their insights about how to contend with development when carrying out a land acquisition 
program.  
 
In our interviews, we found that many of the groups share common goals. However, there did 
seem to be some differences among land acquisition strategies according to the degree of   5
development pressure present in the area.  In this paper, we present some preliminary evidence 
that links the competitiveness of land markets with the strategies employed in land acquisition 
programs.  Our intention at this early stage of investigation is to present thoughts and suggestions 
for future investigation.  In the rest of the paper, we discuss the methods we used to elicit 
information, document the variety of goals held by land preservation groups, and discuss how 





In this study, we used a series of interviews to gather information about land acquisition 
programs in the Chicago region.  First, we developed a written survey with open-ended questions 
organized around issues related to goal setting, land evaluation, and land acquisition.  We then 
identified a set of interview subjects to whom we sent the survey, and used the survey as a 
blueprint for later-scheduled face-to-face interviews.  Finally, we used transcriptions of the 
interviews along with supplemental information to develop the themes we discuss in this paper. 
 
2.1 Survey Questions 
 
The topics that we addressed in the survey fall under seven headings: 1) background information, 
2) objectives and goals, 3) the acquisition process, 4) metropolitan issues, 5) involvement, 6) 
financial resources, and 7) data.   
1)  We first asked for background information of each subject, including duties 
performed and length of time in current position and with the organization.  We also 
asked for a current description or map of the group’s holdings.    6
2)  The objectives and goals section was designed to reveal a group’s specific priorities. 
We intended to discover the relative importance of non-use goals such as biodiversity 
protection or open space preservation versus use goals such as recreation or storm 
water management.  We asked about other possible goals within each of these broad 
categories.  For example, there might be specific configuration goals involving trail 
length (for passive recreation) or site circumference (as a measure of edge effects). 
Finally, we asked how the organization weighs its different objectives against each 
other when conflicts among them arise. 
3)  The next series of questions in the survey related to the acquisition process.  In 
particular, we asked about the procedures and tools used to first identify and then 
carry out the process of procuring a desired parcel, or at a minimum, how to obtain its 
development rights.  We wanted to know if there is a ranking process by which they 
decide to pursue one parcel over another. We also asked for information regarding 
pending or future acquisitions.  We were especially interested in finding out about the 
obstacles they face in the land acquisition process. 
4)  The next set of survey questions referred to the particularities of operating in a 
metropolitan setting. For example, do groups pursue different strategies, depending on 
how far the targeted land is from the urban core?  
5)  The category we labeled “involvement” asked about constituencies.  Whose goals are 
represented in their mission statement, and how much outside or individual influence 
is weighed into their acquisition decisions?  Are donors' opinions highly regarded in 
the decision-making process?  We also asked about their relationship with other land 
preservation groups.  Do they work in conjunction with any other groups or do they   7
find themselves competing with certain groups in bidding and negotiating? 
6)  and 7) The final two topics are financial resources and data.  We wanted to get an idea 
of the size of the budget constraint, so we asked about the current fund status as well 
as future expectations for further funding.  Lastly, we asked about data sources to get 
an idea of the information inputs into their decision-making processes. 
 
2.2 The Sample 
Personal and professional familiarity with the Chicago region was the starting point for 
identifying groups active in natural space and biodiversity protection.  We also identified groups 
using newspaper and internet resources.  Oftentimes, during an interview, we would be referred 
to another resource or a good contact person.  Finally, we found suggestions in publications put 
out by organizations, such as The Biodiversity Recovery Plan, published by Chicago Wilderness. 
 
We have conducted a first round of interviews with a variety of groups that actively participate in 
the process of selecting, purchasing, and managing sites in the six-county region that includes 
and surrounds Chicago, Illinois. This includes Cook, DuPage, Kane, Lake, McHenry and Will 
Counties.  There are many organizations, both large and small, and governmental and non-
governmental, that play roles in land protection in the Chicago region. Within those broad 
categories, there are many different levels of scope, including global, federal or national, state, 
regional, county, local and city levels.  The information that is presented in this paper is focused 
primarily on the forest preserve districts, but we also interviewed staff at The Nature 
Conservancy and from Corlands, a land trust organization that plays a role in facilitating the 
process in which land is acquired or protected.    Table 1 summarizes the organizations that   8
participated in the interview process.  The Will County Forest Preserve District provided written 
answers to our questions, as well as copies of documents that outline their land acquisition 
policies and procedures. Also note that although the Cook County Forest Preserve District did 
not participate in the interview process, we were able to gather some information from their land 
acquisition plan. 
 
 3. LAND ACQUISITION PROGRAMS IN THE CHICAGO REGION 
 
Although current growth and development patterns in the Chicago region now extend well 
beyond Cook and its five collar counties, we focus our analysis on the traditionally defined 6-
county region, as this is where development risks are greatest. Besides Cook, these counties 
include Lake County to the north, McHenry County to the northwest, DuPage County and Kane 
County to the west, and Will County to the south.  Both Cook and DuPage Counties started 
acquiring land in 1915, with the creation of their forest preserve districts.  Other counties quickly 
followed suit early in the 20
th century, with McHenry the last to institutionalize a land acquisition 
program with the formation of the McHenry County Conservation District in 1971.  These forest 
preserve and conservation districts are somewhat unique in the nation in that they are their own 
taxing bodies, and thus much of the funding for land acquisition programs originally came 
straight from their budget appropriation as well as grants from state and federal sources. In more 
recent years, however, bond referenda have been the major vehicle for land acquisition, and 
individual county referenda have ranged in size from $5 million dollars to $75 million dollars 
(Table 2). Current public land holdings in the 6-county region are shown in Figure 3 
(Northeastern Illinois Planning Commission, 1999). 
 
Non-profit groups have also been very active in the Chicago region.  The Nature Conservancy is 
a national organization with a Chicago chapter.  Several regional groups, such as the Openlands   9
Project and the Trust for Public Lands, have emerged in recent years.  There are also many 
organizations that focus their efforts at the county or local levels.  Finally, there is a regional 
consortium of groups known as Chicago Wilderness.  All of these groups have missions that are 
related to natural area protection in the Chicago metropolitan area. 
 
2.1 Common Goals   
 
One of our interests was to understand the goals and objectives of different land preservation 
groups.  In general, we found that most of the groups shared substantial common ground in their 
desire to preserve open space.  The county forest preserve districts were formed to “acquire...and 
hold lands...for the purpose of protecting and preserving the flora, fauna, and scenic beauties...for 
the purpose of the education, pleasure, and recreation of the public” (from the Illinois Enabling 
Act as found in Anon. 1994). Non-profit groups tend to focus more on preserving land for natural 
communities for their own sake.   In essence, while the government groups share a conservation 
mission with non-profits, they also have a mission to provide recreational opportunities to local 
residents.  Still, even this apparent difference masks an important source of agreement, which is 
that contiguity among parcels is good for both recreational purposes (e.g., trail building) and for 
wildlife habitat.  For example, the Fox River is a key focal point for the efforts of many non-
profit groups, because it is rich in diverse habitat for a great number of valuable species.  The 
counties have also focused their attention there, both because of the rich ecology of the river 
corridor and because of the variety of recreational opportunity that the river affords.  A linear 
preserve along the river can support both trails and boat launches along the waterway.  
 
There seems to be substantial overlap among the goals of the various groups in the region. In 
addition, groups work together to achieve those common goals.  There are partnerships that have 
formed around the goal of acquiring an assemblage of sites in a particular area or to complete 
trail linkages, and there are partnerships that have formed to facilitate restoration. Groups also   10
seem to share information quite freely.  The State of Illinois documented existing natural 
communities in 1995 with its “Illinois Natural Areas Inventory,” which identified land parcels of 
statewide ecological significance that were relatively undisturbed.  Chicago Wilderness has 
developed a Web site that is a clearinghouse for information about plant and animal 
communities.   While individual groups may need to employ staff to study parcels in more detail, 
information about the big picture is readily available.  
    
4. EFFECTS OF DEVELOPMENT PRESSURE 
 
While there seems to be general agreement on the need to preserve and restore ecologically rich 
lands, and there is also agreement that recreational opportunities, particularly for passive 
recreation, are an important component of an urban preserve system, the means by which these 
goals are achieved differ markedly across the region.  While preliminary, we develop a working 
hypothesis that the intensity of development pressure in an area affects the strategy employed by 
acquisition staff.   Here, we focus primarily on county-level programs, as the counties have the 
most funding at their disposal to pursue available properties. 
 
4.1 Characterizing Development Pressure 
 
First, what is development pressure?  Previous surveys have shown that county residents are 
willing to pass bond referenda because they see the landscape changing rapidly and wish to 
influence the future pattern of development (e.g., Starks 1999).  Certainly, the success of these 
bond referenda is due in part to the value that residents place on open space.  Implicit also in 
these positive votes is the notion that, without these programs, development will destroy the 
natural areas that remain.  We can characterize development pressure, then, in sympathy with 
why land acquisition programs are funded in the first place: development pressure is the 
likelihood that natural areas face imminent conversion to developed uses, and the intensity of   11
development pressure corresponds with how likely conversion is expected to occur. 
 
When looking at countywide programs, it might also be important to look at the amount of 
undeveloped land remaining in the county.  Conceptually, there is a difference between the ratio 
of undeveloped land to the total amount of land in a county and the probability of conversion of 
that remaining undeveloped land.  It is possible that development will "leapfrog" into relatively 
undeveloped counties, skipping the remaining undeveloped land in highly developed counties.  
The scarcity of undeveloped land in a county may factor in to land acquisition strategies in a way 
that is distinct from how conversion probabilities weigh in. 
 
Land prices give an indirect indication of the likelihood of development, since land prices 
comprise both the value from existing use (e.g., agriculture), and the speculative value that 
comes from the land's value in a new use.  The speculative component takes a greater share of the 
total value as the date of expected conversion draws near (Boyd et al., 1999).   We can get some 
sense of the magnitude of the speculative component from the value of conservation easements, 
since the speculative component comes from the right to develop, a right that is relinquished if 
landowners grant a conservation easement.  In the Chicago region, the value of a conservation 
easement is 75-90% of the total value of the land (Joe Roth, personal communication 2000), 
implying that the fraction of the land's value that comes from potential development is quite high.  
This statistic also implies that the expected date of conversion is in the near future. 
 
The likelihood of conversion varies across the region.  Figure 2 shows the lands in the Chicago 
region that are at risk of being developed within the next 10 to 30 years or more.  The map was 
created by gathering information on each county through a series of meetings.  Attending these 
meetings were regional experts in the areas of policy making, planning, open space advocates, 
builders and developers.  Their knowledge in areas of population projection, land use and 
development trends was used to make the predictions of land development.  They provided   12
information on future planned infrastructure improvements, and they discussed major land 
holdings and plans that the owners may have for them.  They also offered insights into land use 
politics that lead to variances in zoning codes and other actions that can result in disorderly 
growth.  At each meeting, maps were updated by members of the focus group to reflect the most 
accurate depiction of the region’s level of development. When members of the focus groups 
reached a consensus on the short and long term growth of the region, the information was 
mapped. This information was combined for all of the regions into the map seen in Figure 2 
(Openlands, 1999).  The general pattern is that land closer to downtown Chicago is more likely 
to be converted than land farther out.  The whole of DuPage County is close to the city center, 
and the areas that remain undeveloped are considered to be under imminent threat.  In the 
outlying counties, it is the land that is closer to Chicago that is developing more rapidly than the 
land on the outskirts. 
 
We got some idea of these differences from our interviews.  In Lake County, for instance, the 
land acquisition director told us that he is in competition with developers in about half of the 
purchases he makes.  In DuPage County, by contrast, almost all the purchases are in direct 
competition with developers.  In DuPage County, the land acquisition staff told us that their main 
problem was that "there is not a lot of land left," while in Lake County, the story was that "we 
don't have any problem identifying good sites that are good for the forest preserve and will make 
a major impact."  In general, we learned that land prices for land purchased by the counties 
averaged about $22,000 per acre, going as high as $65,000.  However, in McHenry County, the 
most distant of the counties we studied, land prices hovered around $6,000 per acre.  So, while 
development may not exactly spread out in concentric circles from the urban core, following 
instead transportation routes and infrastructure development, the image of radiating urbanization 
serves as a good backdrop for the upcoming look at different acquisition strategies.  
 
In the following sections, we elaborate on the ways that development pressure affects land   13
acquisition programs.  We can group these ways into four categories: goals, costs, timing issues, 




As mentioned above, the counties share many of the same goals: they wish to preserve and 
restore natural areas while providing recreational opportunities, especially trails, for county 
residents.  These goals have been quantified into numerical targets by some of the counties (see 
Table 2).  For example, counties have total acreage goals that are derived from a desire either to 
have some percentage of the land area in preserves or to have a certain number of preserved acres 
per thousand residents.  In DuPage County, for example, the acreage target is 25,000 acres, 
which represents 11.3 % of the land area.  At the time of the interview, they had acquired 23,700 
acres and thus were close to their goal.  Cook County does not have an active land acquisition 
program, but they do have more than 68,000 acres (11% of land mass) in their preserve network.  
McHenry County, by contrast, has only 12,500 acres in reserve, far from their target of 40,000 
acres (10% of land mass).  Kane County has 9,800 acres in the Forest Preserve District with an 
ambitious land acquisition program underway to purchase another 3,500 acres over the next two 
years, and Lake County would like to add at least 7,500 acres to their current 220,000 acre 
network of preserves.  From this information, we can say that Cook County and DuPage County 
are nearing the end of their acquisition program, while the other counties still have much of their 
networks yet to assemble.  The timing of land acquisition has seemed to follow the timing of 
urban development, as Cook and DuPage County are almost fully developed in terms of their 
built environment while the other counties still considerable acreage left in undeveloped land.  
 
In the more developed areas, as land acquisition programs reach maturity, we can see a shift in 
goals.  Though all counties would like to acquire large sites, they may settle for smaller 
properties in highly developed areas.  In Lake County, no property will be purchased unless it   14
adds to an existing site or is at least 200 acres in size.  In DuPage County, the minimum size is 
fifty acres. 
 
As these programs reach their acreage goals, we can also see a shift in goals toward restoration 
and recreational development rather than acquisition.  In the early stages of acquisition, prime 
natural lands are often available at reasonable prices. But as fewer of these parcels are left in the 
county, managers often look toward more degraded lands with the eye toward restoring them to 
natural conditions when time and funds are available. In a similar sense, when properties on the 
market for purchase, managers are eager to capture them as fast as possible, holding off until 
later on developing amenities for appropriate recreational use.  In Lake County, for example, 
there is currently a 3-5 year gap in the time between when a parcel of farmland is purchase and 
when work aimed at restoring it can begin.  As the acquisition goals are met, however, 
restoration activities are no longer crowded out by acquisition programs and begin to take on 
greater importance.  This is clearly the case for DuPage County, where the Forest Preserve 
District "is completing a 30-year effort to acquire open space in DuPage County, and is now 




When we asked about the difficulties involved in carrying out successful land acquisition 
programs, many responded that costs were high.  Two categories of costs are particularly 
important: land costs and transactions cost.  While the high cost of land comes from the potential 
to develop land into higher-valued uses, high transactions costs come from the fact that land has 
already been subdivided into smaller parcels making assemblage into large parcels more difficult.  
In a sense, high transactions costs are due to the fact that the land has already undergone a form 
of development through subdivision. 
   15
We know that it is the development potential of land that makes prices so high.  As mentioned 
above, the price of conservation easements is 75-90% of the price of fee-simple ownership rights.  
That 75-90% is the value of the development potential.  The price of conservation easements 
relative to fee-simple ownership makes straight land acquisition a more attractive option.  In 
DuPage County, we heard that "the value is so high, you might as well buy the property."  In our 
interview with the non-profit real estate group Corlands, we heard that "the rights extinguished 
by the easements are what's generating the value, not the ability to plant more corn on it or cut 
trees on or the ability to just stand there and watch birds…at some point, why don't you just buy 
and have total control?" 
 
At times, it is not just the potential for development in the future that drives up land prices, but 
active competition with developers who want to build on land immediately.  This competition is 
made more acute by the fact that both developers and forest preserves seek the same type of land.  
In Lake County, we heard: 
 
What happens is a lot of sites we buy are also the sites that are 
highly desirable for development.  Because of where it's located, 
it's located next to a forest preserve--that's highly desirable.  It's 
also highly desirable for us.  If it has woods and water on it, the 
development community would like to acquire that.  So a lot of 
times, we're forced to pay higher prices for land than we would like 
to, mainly because it's either pay the cost or have it developed.   
 
Finally, in McHenry County, land prices go as low as $2,000 an acre for land that is unsuitable 
for building.  All of this evidence leads to the conclusion that land costs are high when there is a 
strong potential for development.  When land is far from the metro area or when land is 
unsuitable for development, land prices are lower.  
   16
4.4 Transactions Costs 
 
For a variety of reasons, conservation groups prefer to acquire large sites.  When ownership 
patterns are such that land is subdivided into small parcels, it makes it difficult to piece together 
various plots into larger assemblages. The most vexing problem is that counties must negotiate 
with each landowner, and agree on a selling price.  Neighboring landowners may not be willing 
to sell, either now or in the foreseeable future.  In addition to the problems of negotiation, each 
parcel requires a detailed appraisal and all the legal procedures needed to transfer title.  In more 
developed areas, counties may be willing to buy small parcels because that's all that remains.  
However, in Lake County, land managers can afford to be choosy: 
I got a call last week on a 40-acre site out in the western part of the 
county...it was a beautiful site, but it was a stand-alone 40 acres.  It 
didn't connect with anything.  Great piece of property, but not one 
we would go after. 
 
 
4.5 Timing Issues 
 
The threat of development has certainly provided an impetus to these land acquisition programs, 
but it may be wise to acquire land before there is an imminent threat of development.  With a 
lesser threat, land costs may not be as high and the competition for property may not be as 
intense.  When sewers are extended into an area, the likelihood of development jumps up 
because sewers enable developers to build at high densities.  However, sewers do not make 
property more valuable for nature preserves and so it seems reasonable to buy land before sewers 
are installed: land is cheaper to acquire without sewers but just as valuable as a natural area.  The 
staff at The Nature Conservancy told us:  "We try to be ahead of that curve by identifying the   17
most important places and getting to them as quickly as we can in advance of a developer." We 
learned, though, that the imminence of development might boost the likelihood that land 
acquisition programs will try to buy that land.  Again, The Nature Conservancy: "there are 
certainly instances where we compete with developers to buy land...If we're willing to pay more 
than someone else is willing to pay than we're entitled to own it, protect it, preserve it."  In Lake 
County:  
We may be acquiring land that may not be of the highest quality, 
mainly because we see it as an opportunity.  We see that, if we 
don't acquire it, it may be lost to development by the time we have 
enough money from another referendum in the future to go ahead 
and buy these properties.   
 
It seems as though the willingness to fund acquisition programs only emerges when development 
appears likely to eliminate valuable natural areas.  By that time, these programs have to face the 
difficult alternatives of buying land that is not under imminent threat of conversion at low cost or 
preserving land that is likely to be developed at high cost.  If the second alternative is chosen, 
opportunities to buy inexpensive land are reduced.   
 
4.6 The Power of Eminent Domain 
 
In most of the land acquisition programs we looked at, all undeveloped land in an area had been 
examined and explicitly ranked according to its potential to contribute to various goals.  Once 
priorities are established, a variety of acquisition strategies, both passive and active, are pursued.  
County managers keep abreast of the open land market, they are approached by landowners 
wishing to sell, and they approach individual landowners in possession of target properties to see 
if they are willing to sell.  In the best cases, negotiations result in a sale at a price considered fair   18
by both parties.  In many cases, however, landowners may not be willing to negotiate a sale, or 
there may be another bidder for the land offering a price higher than the county is willing to pay.  
In these circumstances, county governments can exercise their power of eminent domain.  With 
this power, the government can take ownership of the property through a court process.  With a 
condemnation suit, governments pay a market price that is determined by an appraisal.    
 
As Corlands put it, land acquisition staff have three choices when negotiations stall:  
You up the offer, you walk away, or as a unit of government, do 
you want to use your ability of eminent domain?  Sometimes, the 
best negotiating tactic you can have is to walk away…so there is 
always a great element of risk in walking away from a deal if you 
really, really want a parcel. 
 
It is easy to see the relative merits of each approach.  With an increased offering price, it is more 
likely that the property will be preserved, but with obvious costs: the ability to purchase other 
properties is compromised.  If negotiations are abandoned, there is some likelihood that the 
property will be lost to development.  In weighing these two choices, it is clear that the merits of 
the property come into play: how important is the property, and how much of a loss would it be 
to see it developed?  The third option is to exercise the power of eminent domain.  There are 
clear political costs to this approach, as landowners might not wish to sell.  If they fight 
condemnation and lose in court, they have no choice but to yield ownership to the county.   
While county residents as a whole might not disapprove of this process, individual owners of the 
desired property could easily find it objectionable. However, as we discuss below, if it appears 
that the government is being too heavy-handed in the use of its condemnation authority, these 
individual objections could result in a more widespread distaste for eminent domain as a tool. 
   19
In the less developed counties, there is considerable reluctance to exercise the power to condemn.  
In McHenry County, the power of condemnation was used only twice in three and a half years.  
We were told: "we try to avoid the condemnation process if at all possible."  According to 
Corlands, Lake County has "a very defined policy that they don't want to touch eminent domain.  
They haven't even talked about it since 1993."  In Kane County, we heard: "it has been made very 
clear that we try not to use eminent domain in our acquisitions."  This reluctance to use a 
politically unpopular tool may be related to the cost of losing out in negotiations.  With a 
substantial amount of undeveloped land remaining in these counties, there are alternatives to the 
parcels purchased by developers.  So, while the counties are experiencing rapid conversion of 
land to developed uses, the sheer amount of undeveloped land left provides options for future 
acquisitions.  
 
When might counties resort to condemnation?  In counties where land--particularly large tracts of 
land--is very scarce, the risk of losing land or having its value inflate in a bidding process may 
seem unbearably high.  Land acquisition programs are known to be well-financed, and this fact 
can weaken the bargaining position of the counties.  Landowners may hold out for higher-than-
market prices, since counties are seen to have deep pockets.  While counties keep the process of 
parcel identification confidential, when contact with the landowner is made, word about the land 
can spread and generate an interest in it that can inflate land values. Thus condemnation is an 
option that can guarantee that targeted land can be placed into a reserve and can help counties 
establish a fair market price for it before a bidding war gets started.   
   20
Until very recently, this was the strategy employed by DuPage County, where condemnation was 
used as a matter of course.  It was evident that the initial prices offered to landowners were 
usually thought to be much lower than the landowners' assessment of their property's value:  
"Most of the time we find that property owners have a different opinion of the value of the 
property--usually much more than what it is."  By initiating condemnation proceedings at a the 
point of initial landowner contact, the county can get an appraisal on the land without having its 
value inflated through a bidding war.  
 
The balance between paying a higher-than-expected cost of land and incurring the political cost 
of going through condemnation for extremely valuable properties is sometimes tipped in favor of 
condemnation, even in the outlying counties.  In Kane County, we discussed a large, ecologically 
rich site:   
This is truly recognized as an opportunity to create a mega-site.  
One of our largest preserves in this area, but a big-time developer 
who has been nose-to-nose with the DuPage County Forest 
Preserve, has just reached a compromise, is looking at a 250-acre 
area here.  Wants exclusive homes next to a forest preserve... we’re 
going to condemn on this.  But that developer is a very hard-nosed, 
hardball-playing developer. 
 
In this case, the targeted property represented a substantial contribution to the reserve network.  
Their adversary was a tough negotiator, and the political fallout of condemning land owned by a 
speculator/developer was not as damaging as it would have been if a family owned the land.  
 
But unlike private developers, counties have a broad public constituency to serve, and when they 
join in the hardball game some in this constituency might see condemnation as an unfair and   21
unjust way to serve the public good.  This seems to becoming the case in DuPage County, where 
growing sentiment against their use of eminent domain has resulted in moves to limit its use. In 
2000, a DuPage County court declared the forest preserve’s use of eminent domain 
unconstitutional; the case is now in the Illinois Appellate court but early in 2001 a bill was also 
introduced in the Illinois House to similarly see restrictions on the use of condemnation by forest 
preserves statewide. In response, in the Spring of 2001 DuPage county announced plans for a 
“kinder, gentler land policy” that would still allow condemnation but only under exceptional 
circumstances. Thus it seems that for counties such as DuPage with very high development 
pressures, eminent domain is an important alternative but still must be used with a great deal of 
caution. 
 
5. CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 
It is probably fair to say that the most cost effective way to acquire land for nature preserves is to 
purchase all land as early as possible, when costs are at their lowest and land parcels are at their 
largest.  The early preservationists in the Chicago region had the foresight to establish a Forest 
Preserve District system in the early part of the century, and they took advantage of those cost 
savings to create a substantial network of natural preserve sites.  They did not complete the 
system, however, and in the meantime, land has been subdivided into ever-smaller and more 
expensive parcels, making current land acquisition programs costly.  
 
It is probably also fair to say that the public would not have paid as handsomely for these land 
acquisition programs in decades past as they have in recent years.  They have seen the rapid   22
development in outlying areas, and can envision what might happen if development continues to 
follow historical trends.  In addition, the public is considerably wealthier per capita.  With a large 
and wealthy population, substantially greater war chests can be assembled than with a poorer, 
sparser populace.  As we heard from The Nature Conservancy, "people say: how can you do 
conservation in a developed area?  The resources here are spectacular--scientific, financial, we 
have all the agencies here."  
 
Another reason that it is difficult to pursue an inexpensive land acquisition strategy is that part of 
the purpose of land acquisition in a metropolitan area is to provide recreational opportunities.  
This means that nature preserves must be close to residential areas, and this inherently makes 
them more expensive.   
 
The question remains, however: is it better to buy land under imminent threat of development, 
and at high cost, or would it make more sense to try to be "ahead of the curve," and buy land that 
has little immediate development potential, at a lower cost.  The second strategy allows more 
land to be purchased and preserved, but at the immediate cost of the loss of valuable land to 
development.  
 
This and other questions are appropriate questions for future research.  The information we 
gleaned from these interviews provided us with many insights about land acquisition programs, 
but also leave us with many unanswered questions that we hope to address in the future.  
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Figure 3 
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Table 1 
Summary of Land Preservation Organizations in the Chicago Region 
 
Agency  Scope  Classification  Function in Chicago 
Region 
Representatives 
Lake County Forest 
Preserve District 
County  Government  Land acquisition and 
preservation 
Tom Hahn,  
Director of Land Preservation 
and Special Projects  
Kane County Forest 
Preserve District 
County  Government  Land acquisition and 
preservation 
Jon Duerr, 




County  Government  Land acquisition and 
preservation 
Jan Roehl, 
Land Acquisition Manager 
McHenry County 
Conservation District 




Will County Forest 
Preserve District 











Illinois State Director 
Laurel Ross, 
Chicago Area Program 
Director 








Director of Restoration 
Programs and Special Funds 
 
Table 2 
Land Holdings, Acquisition Goals and Budgets 
of Counties in the Chicago Region 
 












               
Cook  597  68.0  11.4  7,000  < $10 m  40.9  6.9 
DuPage  221  23.7  10.7  1,300  $75 m (1997)  18.2  8.2 
Lake  291  22.0  7.6  7,500  $35 m (2000)  73.1  25.1 
McHenry  397  12.5  3.1  27,500  $22 m (1999)  249.2  62.8 
Kane  337  9.8  2.9  3,500  $70 m (1999)  203.6  60.4 
Will  540  12.0  2.2  6,500  $50 m (1999)  325.2  60.2 
               
Sources: Openlands 1998; newspaper articles and interviews  27
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